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tied me to you 


by tonystarktrash 


Summary 


Pepper will have to tell Peter that his father is dead, here in his father’s kitchen, while the 
boy wears a jersey that his father had purchased for him. 


picking up almost immediately after the end of ‘one single thread of gold’, this fic focuses 
on pepper and peter during the three months that tony is missing, presumed dead, in 
afghanistan. 


Chapter 1 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Pepper’s Blackberry vibrates insistently against her neck. Opening her eyes slowly, she lifts a hand 
to her phone, her fingers clumsy with sleep. At her side, her son starts to stir, his head lifting 
sluggishly from where it had been resting heavily against her shoulder ever since Peter had 
migrated from his bed to hers in the middle of the night. 


“Mommy?” Peter asks sleepily, squinting at her in the darkness, though weak rays of sunlight have 
started to creep into their hotel room around the edges of the curtains drawn across the large 
window. 


“Go back to sleep, sweetheart,” Pepper whispers, brushing a few errant curls of brown hair back 
from Peter’s forehead, the thick strands sliding between her fingers. Peter’s eyelids start to drift 
closed as his mother strokes his hair, a comforting sensation that elicits the same reaction in his 
father. With a huge yawn, Peter nestles against Pepper once again, grabbing his newest stuffed 
animal from where it had drifted to the edge of the bed. Before boarding the plane to Afghanistan, 
Tony had handed Pepper his debit card and had instructed her to buy Peter whatever he wanted at 
Disneyland. That’s how Peter had acquired almost every single stuffed animal sold at Disneyland, 
though he seems to prefer his stuffed Pluto the most. He cradles the stuffed animal against his 
chest, its yellow fur bright and lively compared to the matted, threadbare fur of the stuffed dog he 
has had since he was born, Rufus, currently crushed under Pepper’s back. 


Pepper’s hand rests against the top of Peter’s head, feeling his breathing start to deepen as he slips 
easily back into sleep. Peter has always been a very good sleeper, even as a newborn. Pepper had 
read everything her local library had to offer on pregnancy, childbirth, and parenting, and had been 
the most afraid of how her sleeping schedule would hold up. She was willing to sacrifice anything 
for her child, even her beloved routines, but the thought of scraping by on less than four hours of 
sleep a night was enough to make her break out into a cold sweat. That very first night home from 
the hospital, sitting in a rocking chair beside Peter’s crib, unable to pull herself away even if it was 
to make herself something to eat, Peter had slept deeply for hours on end. She had eventually fallen 
asleep in the rocking chair, woken intermittently throughout the night by Peter’s soft, almost- 
apologetic cries indicating that he was hungry or that he needed his diaper changed. Her routines 
didn’t change much as Peter grew. Playdates were incorporated into her afternoons, visits to 
aquariums and museums were tacked on to weekends, and a few treats were always loaded into her 
cart alongside the fruits and vegetables whenever they went grocery shopping together. And then 
Peter had turned four, and Pepper’s entire world had been flipped upside down, her routines 
bursting into flames around her, as Peter’s pediatrician had softly informed her, while Peter fiddled 
with the Velcro straps of his newest pair of sneakers, that her son had leukemia. 


Her routines had been destroyed even further when Tony Stark had entered her life — well, 
reentered her life. After all, Peter had been conceived utilizing sperm that Tony had donated. Tony 
Stark had been a part of her life ever since that moment, though neither of them knew it. Falling in 
love with Tony Stark had not been part of her plan, and while chaos had accompanied the merging 
of their lives together, Pepper is cautiously optimistic that Tony might come to enjoy routines. It 
was Tony who had suggested that they move in together, Tony who wanted to uproot his life and 
move back to New York just to be with them, Tony who insisted that Pepper not change a thing 
about how she lived just to accommodate him. Tony knew how much she valued stability and 
wanted to change how he lived for her, to make her more comfortable — she hadn’t asked him to 


do this, he had decided to do it on his own. God, she loves him. She really does, even though her 
phone keeps vibrating because he’s texting her repeatedly despite the time difference. She can’t 
even begrudge him that. She had stayed up far too late messaging him, Peter snoring in his own 
bed, no doubt dreaming of the fireworks they had watched or reliving the experience of eating a 
Mickey Mouse shaped ice cream bar for the first time. 


Tony’s enthusiasm had been apparent even through text, his use of exclamation points increased 
with every picture Pepper sent him — Peter in front of the castle, Happy Hogan’s terrified 
expression as they rode the Matterhorn, Peter’s face covered in chocolate as he devoured his 
dozenth Mickey Bar, Peter grinning widely as he posed for a picture with Winnie the Pooh and 
Eeyore. 


I wish I was there, Tony had texted several times throughout the day, and Pepper had echoed his 
thoughts, reminding him that she loved him, they loved him, and he would be home soon. She 
misses him now, as she always does whenever they are apart, misses the warmth of his body 
beside her, the way his fingers would curl against her abdomen as he held her, protective even in 
sleep. 


Pepper raises her phone to her face, shielding the screen with one hand to avoid shining any light 
on Peter as he sleeps, and smiles when she sees the three notifications from Tony. The first was 
sent at 2:56 am California time. 


You’ve gotta get him on Space Mountain tomorrow. You are doing DL again tomorrow, right? Not 
California Adventure? Since that was a fail... 


Their visit to California Adventure had been short-lived. Peter had spent the morning tugging on 
Happy’s sleeve, asking him when they would go back to Disneyland so that they could ride the 
Matterhorn again, and Peter had staunchly refused to ride Tower of Terror. No amount of cajoling 
from Pepper had gotten him on the ride, though she knew Tony would have been able to convince 
him, and they had left California Adventure in time to have an early lunch at the Blue Bayou in 
Disneyland. 


Tony’s next message had been sent at 4:17 am, longer than the last. Tony usually texted in spurts 
—a key smash of half-formed thoughts that only made sense if she read them several times. This 
second message is a fully formed paragraph. Pepper blinks rapidly, willing herself to wake up 
completely, and starts to read. 


You fell asleep on me, Potts. Hope you’re having sweet dreams. Take him to Disneyland. We’ ll 
come back as a family and I'll get him on Tower of Terror. Just wrapped up the Jericho 
demonstration. Several million dollars richer but I feel nauseous. I just want to be home with you 
and Peter. I just want to be done. Catching a ride in the Humvee convoy to the airbase then I'll be 
on the jet. Meet you in Malibu at 10pm. Wait up for me? And please get me a churro — I don’t 
care if it'll be stale, I love the damn things. And I love you. 


Tony’s final message had woken her at 6:49 am, almost fifteen minutes ago. It is one word. 
Attack 


Pepper frowns. She stares at the text, waiting for Tony’s next message to arrive — it will make 
sense once she has all of the pieces. But Tony doesn’t usually take this long to finish his thoughts, 
he sends texts off rapid-fire. Unless the message had been a mistake. Perhaps he had meant to 
message something else instead, something like... Pepper’s frown deepens as she struggles to think 
of a word beginning with ‘A’ that Tony would have meant to send instead. She begins to extricate 
herself from Peter, moving his sleep-heavy arms from where they had been slung across her torso, 


the boy grumbling in his sleep as his mother rolls him onto his back. Pluto slips from his grasp, 
Pepper holds her breath as she tucks the stuffed dog against his side, and then places Rufus beside 
Pluto for good measure. Gathering her phone from where it had tumbled onto the mattress, Pepper 
gets out of bed quietly, her footsteps light as she walks to the bathroom. 


Shutting the door behind her with one hand, Pepper clicks ‘call’ and raises her phone to her ear. 
Leaning back against the door, staring at herself blankly in the mirror, Pepper’s heart falters as 
Tony’s voice, confident and deep, speaks. 


“You’ve reached my voicemail. Whenever I get bored and eventually design a cellphone, ’'m 
gonna make it impossible for people to leave voicemails. So, yeah, I’m never gonna listen to 
whatever message you’re about to leave me. Bye.” 


Beep. 
“Are you okay?” Pepper asks quietly. “Call me.” 


Tony had been speaking truthfully, he never listens to his voicemails. But when he sees that he has 
a missed call from Pepper Potts, he will listen to her message and call her back. She hangs up, 
setting her phone on the bathroom counter, and presses her hand against her chest. Her heart beats 
steadily under her palm, slowing from the frantic beat it had briefly adopted. Reliable, consistent 
— nothing is wrong. Tony’s phone had gone immediately to voicemail because his jet had taken 
off. The text had been a mistake, perhaps even a glitch. She will ask him about it when she sees 
him tonight, as he steps through the front door of his home and gathers Pepper and Peter in his 
arms, his skin tanned from the harsh sunlight (having ignored the sunscreen Pepper had packed for 
him), his weariness fading in the face of Peter’s enthusiasm as their son breathlessly recounts their 
trip to Disneyland. 


Nodding, Pepper risks a glance at herself in the mirror. Not so bad, she decides — a little pale, her 
green eyes apprehensive, cold sweat glistening on her forehead. She wets a washcloth and gets to 
work, making herself presentable and preparing herself for the day, forcing the anxiety she feels 
about Tony’s text into the back of her mind. 


Dressed for another day walking thousands of steps throughout Disneyland, her shoulder already 
aching from the strength of Peter’s grip as he tugs her insistently onward later this morning, Pepper 
pauses beside her bed to press a kiss to Peter’s forehead. 


“Tl be right back, sweetheart,” she whispers, though he doesn’t stir. “I’m going to get you some 
breakfast.” 


The hallway is silent, the plush carpet sinking underneath the soles of Pepper’s sneakers. She tugs 
on the doorhandle to their hotel room, ensuring that the door is locked, and sets off for the elevator. 
She could have ordered room service, Pepper supposes as she pulls her hair into a ponytail, using 
the most heavy-duty hair-tie that she owns — but she could do with a walk, with a few moments on 
her own to breathe in the fresh air and watch the sunrise, reassuring herself that it’s the same sun 
that Tony is looking at through the window on his private jet. As she steps through the sliding 

glass doors of the Fantasy Tower of the Disneyland Hotel, her nostrils flare at the scent of cigarette 
smoke. So much for fresh air. 


Pepper glares over at the source of the smoke, her expression softening when she recognizes the 
man’s posture and starts to discern his features through the cloud of smoke obscuring his face. 


“Harold,” she says with a sigh, advancing towards him. Happy Hogan drops his cigarette and 
stamps it out, his face flushed, one hand waving smoke away frantically, the other raised in a half- 


hearted wave. 
“Hey, Pep,” Happy says, his voice hoarse. “Uh. Morning. You’re up early.” 


“Have you been doing this every morning?” She asks him, gesturing down at the weakly 
smoldering cigarette at their feet. 


“Maybe,” Happy says sullenly. “Just in the morning, though. And before bed. Goddamn 
impossible to smoke at this place, anyways, which is insane. You know how many cigarettes Walt 
Disney smoked a day?” 


“No, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me,” Pepper sighs, looking over at Happy as he falls in step 
beside her. 


“Three packs a day,” Happy grunts. “I’ve been smoking two cigarettes a day. That’s like hardly 
smoking at all.” 


“Do you know what Walt Disney died from?” Pepper asks Happy innocently, looking straight 
ahead at the hotel pool, around which a handful of lifeguards are strolling, going through their 
morning duties. On their first day here, Peter had been so enthralled by the pool that it had been a 
struggle to get him to get out of it so they could actually go to one of the parks. He had even 
convinced Pepper to ride with him down the monorail-themed slide, as Happy watched attentively 
where he waited for their arrival in the main pool. 


Happy glances over at her, scowling and shoving his hands in the pockets of his shorts. Seeing 
Happy in activewear had been an adjustment, Pepper had only seen Happy in a suit and tie. The 
sneakers he wears are worn through, both the soles and the fabric overlying his toes. As he walks, 
Pepper can see the white fabric of his sock peeking out through the paper-thin mesh over the toes 
of his right foot. 


“Where are we going, by the way?” Happy pulls one hand from his pocket to grab at Pepper’s arm, 
holding her in place so that she does not attempt to cross Disneyland Drive before the crosswalk 
signal changes. 


“The Grand Californian,” Pepper replies, smiling when Happy’s hand remains on her arm as they 
cross the road. “We’re getting Peter Mickey waffles.” 


“No room service?” Happy asks, looking over his shoulder at the towers of the Disneyland Hotel 
behind them. He’s anxious about leaving Peter alone in the room, even if it’s for less than fifteen 
minutes, and even if they’ ve left Peter in what is probably one of the safest places in the United 
States. 


“T needed the walk,” Pepper says, the rising sun warming the bare skin of her shoulders. She’ Il 
have to wear something more substantial than the Little Mermaid themed tank-top she has on, or 
else she’ ll need to spend some time slathering on sunscreen before the head to the park. “Have you 
heard from Tony?” She tries to keep her tone casual, unconcerned, but Happy has ears like a hawk 
and is very tuned in to tone. Perhaps because Tony hid himself behind a facade, Happy has learned 
how to chip away at its weak points and peer through the gaps, and has managed to apply this skill 
to anyone, not just Tony. 


“He messaged me in the night,” Happy fishes his phone from his pocket, frowning down at it as he 
flips it open. Pepper looks over at the brightly-lit screen, the words of Tony’s text are enlarged to 
the largest font that the flip phone has available. “’ Getting in the Humvee now,’” Happy reads. 
Now it is Pepper’s turn to steer Happy, guiding him around clusters of frustrated parents and 


excited children clumped around the long check-in desk of the Grand Californian Hotel. Fire burns 
in the huge fireplace at the rear of the lobby, reminding Pepper of the fireplace at Tony’s Malibu 
mansion, the soft rugs she and Tony had lain down on, Tony’s skin warmed from the fire as he 
held her close and kissed her between whispers of adoration, barely heard over the crackling of 
logs and the hisses of flames. 
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‘“° Should be in at 10pm. Make sure that Pepper gets me a churro.’” Happy shoves his phone back 
into his pocket, blinking and looking up at the high, arched ceiling above them. “The last time 
Tony went to Disneyland, he got kicked out.” 


“Let me guess, he was very drunk,” Pepper says dryly, following the signs to the hotel’s quick 
service restaurant. 


“Absolutely fucking —” Happy clears his throat, glancing around for impressionable ears, or 
Disney security guards. “He was sweating alcohol. It was bad. He threw up on Space Mountain. I 
think that was probably the last straw. As far as his fame was gonna get him, you know?” 


Pepper shudders, imagining the fate of Tony’s fellow passengers on the rollercoaster. To be 
immersed in complete darkness, the track jerking and rattling beneath you, and then to be suddenly 
soaked in vomit reeking of alcohol.... 


“T’m surprised he didn’t get himself a lifetime ban.” 


“Nah, they wouldn’t do that to him. He loves this place, I’m pretty sure he’s a consultant for their 
Imagineering department.” Happy reaches for his wallet, ignoring Pepper’s protests and smiling at 
the employee at the counter. “Three orders of Mickey waffles, one orange juice, and two coffees 
please.” Happy pays with his own money, promising Pepper that he will submit a reimbursement 
request to Tony, and busies himself with preparing his and Pepper’s coffees as they wait for their 
waffles to be ready. 


Pepper understands Happy’s hesitation to use Tony’s debit card. The sheer amount of money that 
Tony has access to is overwhelming, and impossible to ignore when they spend time together. 
While she knows that his lavish gifts are given out of love (and perhaps to assuage his own guilt 
for the time that he spends away from them), there’s always a keen sense of discomfort as Pepper 
struggles to thank him and also to rationalize how he could spend so much money on something so 
everyday as a bouquet of flowers, for instance. 


Breakfast in hand, she and Happy return to the Disneyland Hotel, Pepper mulling over how to 
voice her concerns about Tony’s strange text message. She doesn’t know what to say as they reach 
her door, the lock flashing green when she slides the keycard into place, Happy standing very still 
behind her as he juggles three breakfast trays and the accompanying drinks. 


“Tt’s just that I got this text,” Pepper says quickly, opening the door for Happy so that he can step 
inside. “From Tony.” 


“Ooh, are we having waffles?” Peter is a lump on the bed, his head sticking out of a bundle of 
sheets and the comforter, a huge grin on his face. It’s sweet, how he acts surprised even though 
Pepper has brought him breakfast in bed every morning of their trip. 


“Mickey waffles,” Pepper confirms, crossing the room to pull the curtains aside. “And then we’re 
headed to the park, as soon as you’ ve brushed your teeth and gotten dressed.” 


Happy sets one tray on the edge of the bed, making Pepper wince, and Peter scrambles across the 
bedclothes to reach his breakfast. She and Happy watch Peter eat with quiet satisfaction 


— throughout most of his treatment, Peter’s appetite had been fleeting. Or he would eat ravenously 
and be alright for an hour, and then he would be sick and would push away any food offered to him 
for the rest of the day. Peter hasn’t been sick since his discharge from St. Jude’s in October, and 
he's always starving — no doubt due to his growth spurt. His sixth birthday is approaching and he's 
already level with Pepper’s elbow. She has a feeling that he will be tall and amuses herself when 
she has an idle moment to imagine Peter looming over Tony, an older Tony and an older Peter, 
their son lifting Tony into his arms easily and ignoring his father’s barked orders to be returned to 
the ground. 


“What was the text?” Happy asks, taking a sip of his coffee and leaning against the table in the 
room, the surface of which is unusable due to the amount of souvenir bags piled onto it. 


Pepper chews her waffle slowly, the consistency suddenly rubbery and unpleasant, her stomach 
shriveling. Her hand is steady as she passes her Blackberry to Happy, whose expression remains 
neutral as he reads through Tony’s most recent text. Pepper hopes that he doesn’t scroll back out of 
curiosity, otherwise he might find himself scarred for life. Tony misses a lot of things about her 
and had been very descriptive. 


“Do you want me to call the airbase?” Happy hands her the phone, one eyebrow raised, but he 
doesn’t seem particularly concerned. “Ill do it if you want, Pepper. Honestly, it’s probably a 
mistake.” 


“Tt’s the word that bothers me,” Pepper murmurs, watching Peter shovel a Mickey waffle into his 
mouth whole, Happy tensing beside her in anticipation of administering the Heimlich maneuver. 
“Just... of all the things he could have accidentally sent. And you know how dangerous it was for 
him to go over there.” 


There had been no point in arguing, though. Tony saw this trip to Afghanistan as the culmination of 
his participation in Stark Industries, even if he wouldn’t admit that aloud. For all of his talk about 
an East Coast Stark Industries campus, Pepper knows that he has no intention of investing any 
more time in the company. It is why Obadiah Stane doesn’t care for her, he views her as a 
distraction, an impediment to the smooth operation of the company that has been his lifeblood for 
decades. Pepper imagines Obadiah’s reaction to her voicing her concerns about Tony’s text, the 
way his cold blue eyes would sharpen, his teeth glinting as he smiles indulgently at her. Ah, Ms. 
Potts, he would say, Tony’s fine. He’s probably just had too much to drink. You know how he is. 


“No, you don’t need to call the base,” Pepper’s half-finished breakfast falls into the garbage can. 
“Except...” 


“How about this,” Happy’s hand rests briefly on her shoulder. “If you still feel — if you change 
your mind, you just let me know, okay? [Il call once we’ ve had lunch even if you don’t tell me 
to.” 


“Alright,” Pepper nods. “Do these compromises work with Tony?” 


“Not often,” Happy says gruffly, scooping Peter into his arms, the boy screaming in surprise. 
“Come on, kiddo, we’ve gotta be on Main Street the minute it opens. We’re gonna get you on 
Space Mountain today.” 


“Uncle Happy noooooo,” Peter howls, giggling when Happy’s fingers dance over his abdomen 
before Peter is gently returned to the bed. “I don’t know about Space Mountain,” Peter continues, a 
nervous frown forming, his fingers crinkling the ear of his stuffed Pluto. 


There are two rides in Disneyland that Peter has not gone on during their trip: Space Mountain and 


Haunted Mansion. Happy had casually mentioned that Space Mountain was dark inside and Peter 
had balked. As for Haunted Mansion, Peter had taken one look at the imposing, deadly-silent 
mansion and had backpeddled before they had entered the queue, muttering something about 
needing to use the bathroom. Emerging from the bathroom, he had grabbed Pepper’s hand and 
requested another ride on It’s a Small World, giving Haunted Mansion a quick glance as they 
passed, as if ensuring the building wasn’t trailing after them on their way to Fantasyland. 


“Well, just think about it,” Happy says, ruffling Peter’s hair. “Go on, kid, go get dressed.” 
“And brush your teeth,” Pepper adds, a part of Peter’s morning routine he often forgot. 


Pepper tidies up as they wait for Peter to get ready. Their souvenirs are organized and lined up in 
an orderly row leading up to the door. She searches their room for any stray belongings, finding a 
lone sock of Peter’s under his bed as well as a half-eaten packet of gummy bears that she’s 
reasonably certain Peter had been secretly snacking on under the covers. 


Peter emerges with toothpaste foam drying on his chin, his Mickey ears fastened to his head with 
the elastic strap under his jaw, his hands brushing over the white star at the center of his t-shirt. 
Tony had bought it for him, a t-shirt version of Captain America’s uniform. Tony had a matching 
t-shirt that he occasionally wore to bed, lowering his voice and referring to Pepper as ‘ma’am’ until 
she started to laugh. 


“Got thick socks on?” Happy asks, bending down to tie Peter’s shoes, grunting when Peter swats 
him on the back. 


“T can tie my shoes, Uncle Happy,” he complains. 


“T know you can, bud,” Happy finishes looping Peter’s shoelaces into a neat knot and lifts his head, 
his thumb swiping across Peter’s chin, the toothpaste foam disappearing. “But I don’t want them to 
come undone. We’re going to be doing a lot of walking today. My blisters from yesterday are 
gonna pop. You sure we can’t get you into a stroller?” 


“No,” Peter says, jutting his jaw forward stubbornly, his eyebrows furrowing. Pepper swears that 
Peter had never been so stubborn before meeting Tony. She had worried about Peter’s refusal to 
use a stroller. He may be several months into his remission, but there are moments when she thinks 
that he’s about to faint — his face will turn pale, he’ ll swallow rapidly, his eyes darting around. A 
few gulps of water and a nibble of a granola bar will usually revive him, but Pepper would rather 
they have a stroller on hand should a moment of weakness strike Peter as they walk through the 
busy theme park. So far, he’s been a bundle of energy, falling asleep in Happy’s arms after only 
allowing himself to be carried due to his mother’s anxiety about losing him in the crush of people 
leaving the park after the nightly fireworks. 


“Alright then,” Happy heaves a sigh. “Let’s get going. We might have to run to be the first people 
on Autopia.” 


While they don’t have to run down Main Street, they do have to increase their pace to a jog to 
ensure that they are the first group on Autopia for the morning. Peter steers terribly, their miniature 
car chugging faithfully forward, the track it rides along grinding loudly as Peter jerks the steering 
wheel to the left and right. He tips his head back and smiles, the sunlight playing across his face, 
and Pepper lifts her Blackberry to snap a picture that she sends to Tony, the first of the day’s many 
photos. 


Peter eating another Mickey ice cream bar joins their photo from Autopia, as does an unimpressed, 
scowling, soaking wet Peter following a ride on Splash Mountain. Her favorite photo of the 


morning is of Peter and Happy standing outside of Space Mountain, Peter sitting on Happy’s 
shoulders with his arms thrust triumphantly up into the sky, his face flushed with exhilaration after 
having conquered the rollercoaster. His bravery earns him an astronaut Mickey Mouse stuffed 
animal, currently exploring the uncharted territory of Pepper’s purse. 


They eat corn dogs for lunch, Peter dabbing ketchup from his mouth with a napkin, unaware of a 
glob of mustard on the tip of his nose. Pepper takes a picture of him to send to Tony before 
reaching over and wiping Peter’s face clean, looking over across the seating area at Happy Hogan’s 
back as Peter squirms away from her. He’s been on the phone for a few minutes, one large hand 
resting against the back of his head, his fingers digging against his scalp. His body language is lax, 
carefree, but Pepper can see how his knuckles have whitened. He returns to their table, a smile 
forced on his face, and can’t look Pepper in the eyes. 


She has spent the day trying to forget Tony’s text, but her anxiety had wrapped itself tightly around 
her, she felt as though she was wearing a straitjacket of worry. Even as she took photos of her son, 
laughed at his expressions, and let out the occasional scream after being sweettalked into riding 
Big Thunder Mountain, a voice had whispered in the back of her mind: attack, attack, attack. 


“T couldn’t reach anyone,” Happy says quietly, barely audible over the low roar of babies 
screaming, parents arguing, and children bickering. “At the base.” 


“Can we go on another ride?” Peter asks eagerly. “Before we leave?” 


“Sure,” Pepper says, her voice sounding distant in her ears. “What do you want to ride, 
sweetheart?” 


“Well...” Peter wipes at his nose for any stray mustard before reaching up to adjust his Mickey 
ears. “Maybe... Maybe we could ride Haunted Mansion?” 


“Sure we can,” Happy booms, glancing over at Pepper, her teeth sunk into her bottom lip, her arms 
crossed tightly over her chest. “But, Pete, it’s gotta be our last ride of the day. Then we’ve gotta 
head home.” 


“But Daddy’s not even supposed to be home until nighttime,” Peter complains, gathering their trash 
from the table despite his dissatisfaction. “Can’t we do two more rides? Please?” 


“Pepper?” 


“You and Happy can do another ride after Haunted Mansion,” Pepper says, watching Peter’s face 
light up. He gets a little overzealous with their garbage, foil wrappers drift between occupied tables 
like tumbleweeds and Peter races after them. “I’m going to go back to the hotel and pack the car,” 
Pepper says quietly to Happy. 


“T can do that, Pep —” 
“No, Happy. We need to get home. Something isn’t right.” 


“Well...” Happy rubs at the back of his head slowly, forcing another smile as Peter trots up to the 
table. “I can phone in a favor with a buddy I know in the FAA. He’ll be able to track Tony’s jet for 


”° 


us. 


“We've gotta go,” Peter says firmly, grabbing Pepper’s hand and beginning to tug, his jaw 
clenching as he strains to lift her from their table. “Mommy, the line might be super long. Come 
on,” Peter drags out the word, grinning when Pepper stands and squeezes his hand. 


“Are you sure that you want to ride? You know when we come back with —” They will come 
back as a family, they have to. Pepper is being ridiculous, she is catastrophizing, but no one had 
answered at the air base and attack... “With Daddy,” she continues, Peter not noticing her 
hesitation. “I know that he’d ride with you.” 


“Uncle Happy, is it really Daddy’s favorite ride?” Peter looks over his shoulder at Happy who is 
trailing behind them, fulfilling his obligations as bodyguard. 


“Tt really is,” Happy confirms, gesturing to the ride building as they approach it. “He always goes 
on and on about the architecture. Says he should’ ve built his Malibu house to look like it. You guys 
better watch out, he’ ll probably build a replica for you all to live in in New York.” 


“T don’t wanna live in here,” Peter mutters, his steps slowing now that the queue is in sight. 


“T promise that it’s fun,” Happy pats Peter’s back gently. “It starts off scary but then it sort of turns 
funny. Like... silly ghosts.” 


“Silly ghosts,” Peter repeats dubiously, looking at Pepper for reassurance. 


“Uncle Happy’s right,” Pepper’s lips quiver, her cheeks straining, but she’s able to form a smile 
after a few seconds’ struggle. “It does turn kind of silly.” 


Peter squares his shoulders, tipping his head back to look at the building, his gaze traveling from 
the carefully manicured garden to the gleaming white pillars, the wrought iron fencing surrounding 
the exterior of the building, the cast members in their grim dark green suits and dresses. He nods 
once, squeezes Pepper’s hand, and plunges bravely into the queue. If it is his father’s favorite ride, 
Peter will give it a chance, even though his hand rapidly turns clammy in Pepper’s as they move 
through the quickly advancing queue. 


Peter is silent up until they enter the dimly lit stretching room, jerking his hand from Pepper’s grip 
and whirling on his heels as the door they had just entered slides closed, his eyes wide as they dart 
between the slowly elongating portraits on the walls of the room. 


“Mommy,” Peter’s voice is brittle. “I don’t think I want to be here.” 


“Tt’s okay,” Pepper says, bending down so that she can speak in Peter’s ear as a deep voice sounds 
overhead. 


“Welcome, foolish mortals, to the Haunted Mansion —” 


“T really, really don’t want to be here,” Peter says when the lights suddenly cut out, the whites of 
his eyes flashing in the darkness as he looks up pleadingly at his mother, his free hand clenched 
into a fist at his side. 


“Tt’s just a show, Peter,” Happy murmurs, kneeling beside the boy, smiling briefly when Peter 
throws himself against his side and wraps his arms around Happy’s chest. “People designed this, 
engineers built it — I know it looks like we’re going down, but the ceiling is lifting instead, isn’t 
that cool?” 


“Are there really no windows and no doors?” Peter asks, his voice a little steadier, one hand 
reaching out to rest against Pepper’s leg, reassuring himself that his mother is close. “Daddy told 
me about code.” 


“Code?” Happy repeats, keeping his voice as hushed as possible, grunting when Peter presses 
closer as a scream fills the room. 


“Building code,” Peter whispers. “’Cause no windows and no doors is against code. They’ Il get in 
trouble.” 


The wall behind them rattles along a track and reveals a wide opening. Peter breathes a sigh of 
relief and darts out into the hallway before them. 


“We can leave now, Peter,” Pepper says, grabbing him gently by the back of his t-shirt and 
pointing at an emergency exit at the end of the hallway. 


Peter looks over at the exit, his expression thoughtful, and slowly shakes his head. 


“Tt’s just a ride, Mommy,” he tells her, as if she is the one frightened of the ride. “And it’s gotta 
follow code, right, Uncle Happy?” 


“You’re damn right,” Happy nods solemnly. “I bet the three of us could fit in a Doombuggy, Pep.” 


“Doombuggy?” Peter briefly loses his nerve but regains it once he follows the line of Happy’s 
pointing figure to the big black seats serving as ride vehicles. “Oh.” 


During their ride, Happy and Peter occasionally talk. Pepper catches snippets about emergency 
lighting, evacuation paths, and building mechanics, but she feels just as real as the animatronic 
ghosts they pass by. She can’t enjoy herself, wedged into the corner of the Doombuggy, her arms 
once again crossed over her chest. If Tony were here, he would have one arm slung around her 
waist, his goatee would burn against the sensitive skin of her ear as he pointed out his favorite 
scenes of the ride — but he is not here. What if Tony had been attacked? What if he is trapped 
right now under the burning wreckage of the Humvee he had hitched a ride on? What if he’s dead? 


“Let’s ride it again!” Peter proclaims as they step out into the sunlight. “Please?” 
“Remember, Peter, it’s gotta be our last ride — Pepper, are you okay?” 


“I’m fine,” Pepper says faintly, rubbing at her forehead, her skin damp with sweat. “I’m going to 
go back to the hotel. Happy — could you call your friend in the FAA?” 


“Sure, Pep,” Happy reaches for his phone, blinking when Pepper grabs his wrist. 


“Not right now — I can’t —” If something has happened, Pepper does not want to start crying 
outside of the Haunted Mansion. “Whatever you find out, you can tell me when you get back to the 
hotel. Okay?” 


“Okay,” Happy replies, pulling his hand free of his pocket. “Peter and I'll be done in thirty minutes 
— forty five, tops.” 


“We've gotta buy Daddy a churro,” Peter announces. 
“Who told you that?” Happy asks with a grin. 


“Daddy asked me to before he got on his plane. He said they’ re his favorites. So we’re gonna get 
him one, right?” 


“Tt appears Daddy told all three of us to get him a churro,” Pepper replies with a tight smile. “You 
and Uncle Happy can pick one out for him, okay?” She bends down and kisses Peter’s forehead 
gently. “I'll see you back at the hotel, honey.” 


“Bye, Mommy!” 


Peter and Happy hurry to the entrance of the Haunted Mansion once again, getting into the line just 
ahead of a huge group of teenagers on a field trip. Pepper lingers by the entrance until they 
disappear inside the building, and then she exhales shakily. She will load up the car and get them 
checked out of the hotel. Exerting some control over their situation will make her feel at least a 
little better, and by the time Happy returns with Peter and a churro in tow, she will feel foolish 
when Happy tells her that everything is fine and Tony is enroute to California. 


Forty five minutes later, Pepper can tell by Happy’s expression that Tony is not enroute to 
California. Peter rushes into the lobby restroom for one last minute attempt before their hour-long 
drive, a cheerful blue Mickey ear balloon bobbing after him, and Happy breathes in deeply before 
speaking. 


“According to my friend with the FAA, Tony’s jet hasn’t left the base. They missed their scheduled 
take off time and there hasn’t been an update to the itinerary. I tried calling Rhodey but couldn’t 
get him. I did —” Happy clears his throat, raising a hand to Peter as the boy charges across the 
lobby to them. “Did you wash your hands?” 


“With soap,” Peter holds up his hands, which are dripping wet, and nearly loses his grip on the 
ribbon of his balloon. 


“T got Daddy the biggest churro they had,” Peter tells Pepper as they walk to the car. “With 
chocolate sauce to dip in. Do you think he likes chocolate sauce?” 


“I’m sure he does.” For most of the times Pepper has seen Tony eat, he has been consuming sugar. 
“Where did you put it?” 


“Uncle Happy let me unlock the car,” Peter says proudly. “I put it in the glovebox.” 


“Safest place to store a churro.” Happy pulls the car keys from his pocket and tosses them to Peter. 
“If you beat me to the car, start the engine.” 


“Really?” Peter looks down at the keys in his hands, his eyes widening. 


“Well,” Happy starts to walk towards the doors, his pace lazy. “At this point, ’m going to beat you 
there.” 


Peter takes off at a gallop, the keys jangling wildly, and shoots a grin over his shoulder at his 
mother as he barrels through the sliding glass doors, barely making it through the initial gap. 
Happy and Pepper follow him quickly, keeping Peter in sight as he sprints across the porte- 
cochére to the first row of the parking lot where the Rolls Royce waits. 


“T did get a hold of someone at the base,” Happy finally continues his sentence from before, 
lowering his voice even though Peter is several feet away, the engine of the Rolls Royce purring to 
life. “They couldn’t give me much information, but something’s happened — to the convoy Tony 
and Rhodey were riding with. They were attacked, Pepper.” 


Pepper closes her eyes, her hand grasping at the trunk of the Rolls Royce, the metal sunwarmed 
under her palm. She breathes in deeply, but her lightheadedness lingers. She swallows against 
saliva that rapidly fills her mouth, a telling indication that she is about to be sick, and exhales 
between gritted teeth. 


“That was all they told you?” 


“That was all they knew,” Happy says softly, his head jerking up when the engine roars. “Hey! 
Pete, don’t do that, you’ll flood the engine.” Happy jogs to the driver’s door, wrenching it open, 


and does his best to appear disappointed in the face of Peter’s shit-eating grin. Peter lifts his foot 
from the accelerator, batting his eyelashes, and Happy sighs. “Get in the back, kid.” 


“T checked on the churro,” Peter says, his voice strained as he throws himself over the center 
console and starts to worm his way into the back of the car, his feet kicking forcefully, searching 
for a flat surface to push off against. Happy reaches down and extends his palms out towards 
Peter’s feet, grunting when his sneakers make contact, and then Peter tumbles with a breathless 
laugh into the footwell of the rear of the car. 


Pepper is still breathing deeply by the trunk, her eyes closed tightly, her fingernails scraping 
against the car when she curls her fingers and wills herself not to be sick. Tony had been attacked, 
of course he had — he had told her. If he was able to text, even if it was just a word, surely he is 
okay? He’s probably curled up on some camp bed in a field hospital, nursing a few scrapes and 
bruises, sleeping off an adrenaline rush. No one had any information about the attack because they 
were still investigating it. 


These weak attempts at rationalization at least reduce Pepper’s nausea. She swallows once, her 
throat bobbing, and trusts herself to shuffle to the passenger door. Reaching up with trembling 
fingers, she plucks the hair tie free from her hair, her tight ponytail disassembling immediately. She 
rubs at her temples briefly, feeling the tense layer of muscle underneath the thin skin there, and 
tells herself that she will have to act like nothing is wrong, for Peter’s sake. There is no point in 
worrying him (there is no point in worrying herself, but it’s too late for that) until she has all the 
facts. 


So, she gets into the car, adjusting the controls of the air conditioning so that cold air blasts 
directly on her face for the length of the drive, until her lips are numb and her eyes are almost 
painfully dry. The drive is mostly silent, except for Happy’s explosive expletives as he maneuvers 
through start-and-stop traffic on the freeway just outside of Los Angeles. In the back seat, Peter 
amuses himself with the Erector Set Tony had given him — the very same set a young Tony Stark 
had lost hours to — occasionally scooting forward in his seat to show Pepper and Happy the crane 
that he is building. Pepper manages to sound like herself, Peter flushes with pride when she praises 
his careful craftsmanship. As they pull through the gate blocking Tony’s long driveway from the 
public, the Erector Set case slips from the seat beside Peter and dozens of pieces scatter throughout 
the car. Peter is so distracted by his search that he does not see Obadiah Stane’s black Maserati 
GranTurismo where it is parked at the end of the driveway. Pepper notices, her hands curling into 
fists on her lap, and Happy murmurs inaudibly under his breath. 


“’m missing two screws,” Peter sighs, flipping the lid of the case closed. 
“T’ll look for “em later, Pete,” Happy says. “You gonna help me unpack the car?” 


“T gotta get the crane inside first,” Peter says, cradling the crane against his chest, the hook 
bumping against his abdomen as he shoulders open his door. 


“Tt’s bad news,” Pepper says hollowly, her eyes fixed on Obadiah’s car in the rearview mirror. “He 
wouldn’t be here if it was good news.” 


“You don’t know that,” Happy’s attempt at being upbeat fails given his flat delivery. 


Peter reaches the front door, looking up expectantly at the security camera tucked in a corner 
above the door frame. The front door swings open and Peter falters at the threshold. He drops his 
crane, which bursts into pieces on the front stoop, and bellows at the top of his lungs. 


“Daddy! You’re home!” 


Pepper throws herself out of the car and reaches the front door so fast that her vision spins, her 
hands reaching out for the wall of the foyer to brace herself as she stumbles inside, Happy at her 
heels. 


“Oh,” Peter’s voice echoes into the foyer. “Hi.” 


“Hey, Pete,” Obadiah drawls. “Sorry, kiddo. It’s just me. We haven't met before. I'm your Uncle 
Obie — well, I'm your dad's Uncle Obie, but I can be yours, too.” 


“But I thought...” 


Pepper enters the living room, understanding Peter’s mistake when she sees Obadiah seated at 
Tony’s grand piano. Peter had heard someone playing and had assumed that it was Tony. Obadiah 
rises from the bench, reaching up to briefly adjust his tie at his neck, his shirtsleeves pushed up his 
thick forearms. His nicotine-stained fingers stand in stark contrast against the deep burgundy of his 
tie, and then his hands drop loosely to his sides, an onyx ring glinting on his left little finger. 


“How was your trip?” He asks Peter, ruffling the boy’s hair playfully. “Did you ride the 
Matterhorn?” 


“T did,” Peter says, his eyes focused on the grand piano for a moment longer, and then his 
disappointment gives way to enthusiasm about his trip. “And Space Mountain! And — well, all 
the mountains. I’ve got ears, too, in the car — and a churro, Daddy wanted a churro, so —” 


Obadiah’s grin becomes fixed the longer Peter goes on, his blue eyes cold and calculating when 
they land on Pepper where she stands halfway across the living room. Her legs move on their own 
accord, carrying her forward, and she wishes she wasn’t wearing a Little Mermaid tank top and a 
pair of running shorts. She feels ridiculous, caught at a disadvantage by Obadiah in his Givenchy 
dress shirt, a silver collar pin at his neck, his Louboutin loafers gleaming from a recent shine. She 
feels unreal, like she could be dreaming this — because this is the exact sort of outfit she would be 
wearing in a dream. Pepper’s fingers brush against the inside of her right elbow, pinching hard, and 
Obadiah’s lips seem to twitch into a fleeting smile, as though he had noticed. 


“Why don’t you go and get some of your souvenirs from the car, m’boy? That way you can show 
‘em to me?” 


“Okay!” Peter looks to Happy, looming in the doorway to the living room. “Can you help me, 
Uncle Happy? There’s a lot.” 


Happy glances at Pepper, his jaw tensing when she nods, and jingles the car keys. 
“Bet you can’t carry more than two bags,” Happy says seriously. 
“Not true,” Peter replies sharply. “I’m gonna carry all of them.” 


Obadiah reaches for a tumbler of scotch where he had set it on the lid of the piano, and Pepper is 
briefly glad that Tony isn’t here. The piano belongs to his mother, he treats it with such tenderness 
that she knows he would fume were he to see the ring of condensation left on the wood from 
Obadiah’s glass. 


“You’ve heard?” Obadiah asks her, taking a long sip of scotch. He swallows and sighs, speaking 
before Pepper can respond. “One thing about Tony, he’s always going to get the good stuff.” 
Obadiah cocks his head, his grip tightening on the tumbler, his smile turning predatory. “Of 
course, that extends to his women.” 


“Is he okay?” Pepper asks, her voice steady and cold. Obadiah’s jaw tightens, his teeth gritting 
together, and then he lowers himself back onto the bench. He bows his head, his hands dangling 
between his thighs, the very picture of the word ‘downtrodden’. Pepper realizes that she’s not 
going to believe a word he says. Despite the sincerity of the performance that he is about to give, 
he is reading from a script. Obadiah Stane is the only person who stands to gain something from 
Tony being attacked, from Tony being dead. He had gone to sleep last night as the CFO of Stark 
Industries and had awoken the acting CEO. 


““Aw, Pepper,” Obadiah’s voice rumbles. “I wish I didn’t have to be the one to tell you this... It was 
an organized assault on the convoy. There was a firefight, that’s standard, but there were also a 
number of explosives. From what I’ve been told, and the details are sketchy, Tony was caught in a 
blast. They haven’t been able to locate his body, but there was a lot of blood. Tony’s blood.” 


“But they haven’t found him,” Pepper says fiercely. “He could have —” 


“Pepper,” Obadiah lifts his head and looks at her pityingly. “The amount of blood they found, if 
Tony survived, he likely sustained a fatal injury. There won’t even be a chance for him to turn 
septic, he’ ll bleed out.” 


“But — but... Where would he have gone?” Pepper forces the image of Tony, doused in blood and 
dragging himself through the sand, out of her mind — but then it returns with even more detail. 
Tony’s fingers stripped of skin, bare muscle and splintered bone reaching out for purchase, hauling 
himself behind a boulder, his blood soaking into the sand as his labored breathing starts to slow. 


Obadiah shrugs. “He’s either dragged himself quite a ways away, or he’s been taken.” 
“Taken?” Pepper repeats, her voice cracking, her composure slipping. 


“Stark Industries provides weapons to the US military,” Obadiah reminds her, his tone slightly 
patronizing, like he is explaining this to a child. “Tony’s gotten himself a neat collection of 
enemies over the years. It’s a risk he was willing to take, traveling over there. I told him that I 
could do it, but he insisted.” 


That can’t be right. Tony had complained about the Afghanistan trip for months. If he had been 
presented with an opportunity to bow out, he would have taken it eagerly. He would have done 
anything to start his life with Pepper and Peter earlier. And yet, Pepper is willing to believe 
Obadiah just this once — Tony would want to bow out, but he wouldn’t, he would view it as his 
responsibility. One last show for Tony Stark, one last multi-million dollar deal for Stark Industries, 
and he would be able to step away knowing that his father would at least be begrudgingly, 
momentarily, proud of him. 


“Rhodes was caught up in the fight, too,” Obadiah stands, draining his glass and carelessly setting 
it down on the lid. He crosses the living room to her, resting one large, heavy hand on her shoulder, 
his fingertips brushing slowly against the bare skin of her shoulder. “He’s fine, just a few scrapes, 
but he’s leading the search for Tony. With Rhodes in charge, they’ ll find him. I know they will. I 
just think...” Obadiah hums, looking into Pepper’s eyes, his fingers stilling. “You need to prepare 
yourself for the possibility that Tony isn’t going to come home... and if that’s the case. Well, 
someone will have to tell Peter, won’t they?” 


“Not yet,” Pepper insists. “Not until — I won’t tell him until I have to.” 


Obadiah tsks, cocking his head, his hand pulling away from her shoulder but his touch remaining 
— like a film of grease has spread over her shoulder. 


“That’s your choice as his mother,” Obadiah says kindly. “But he is the heir apparent to Stark 
Industries.” 


“What?” 


“Tony didn’t tell you? He modified his will shortly after he returned to Malibu.” Obadiah laughs, a 
booming, bitter sound. “I’m too old for the job, anyways, eh? Gotta admit, I would’ ve liked to 
inherit the house, but...” He is standing so close to Pepper that she can smell the whiskey on his 
breath, mingling with the cigar smoke that has seeped into the fabric of his clothing. “But you’ ve 
lucked out, Ms. Potts. Tony’s left you just as much as he’s left the kid.” Obadiah steps back, an 
apologetic smile on his face. “No point in getting into the details now, though, right? Like you 
said, we’ ll wait to deal with that until we have to — oh, hey, kiddo, look at those ears!” 


Peter staggers into the living room, a bundle of souvenir bags crushed against his chest, his face 
completely obscured by them, Mickey ears poking out from the top of his head. 


As Peter starts to tear into his bags of souvenirs, Obadiah’s robotic grin returning, Pepper walks 
over to the piano. She feels like she’s floating several feet above her body, watching herself lift 
Obadiah’s glass from the lid. When her fingers glance against the thick ring of condensation, she 
snaps back into place, her fingertips scrubbing against the white ring now left on the black surface. 
Ill have to get this refinished, she thinks, scrubbing harder, before Tony comes home. 


Chapter End Notes 


gratuitous disneyland content you say? perhaps... well, at least peter was having fun! 


Chapter 2 


Somehow, Pepper goes the rest of the day without crying. She helps Peter unpack his suitcase and 
take the tags off his new stuffed animals, she even puts in a load of laundry while Obadiah orders 
pizza for dinner. Obadiah insists on staying through the evening, shooting the occasional glance at 
Pepper like he is expecting her to thank him for sticking around. In truth, Pepper wants to curl up in 
bed and cry — really cry — but she doesn't want to cry here. Not in this house. Tony says that he 
detests living in Malibu, he tells her that he can’t wait to live with her and Peter in New York, but 
there is no denying that Tony must love his Malibu home quite deeply. Every inch of it is him. No 
matter where Pepper turns, Tony is there. 


When she washes the dishes at the sink (because no matter how dire things may appear, Pepper 
will not use paper plates), she reaches for a faded black dish towel featuring the logo of the Rolling 
Stones. The leftover pizza is placed in a Tupperware and is set on a shelf in the fridge that is empty 
except for Tony’s churro from Disneyland and a box of Nerds candy. Even Peter’s bedroom 
reminds her of Tony, because she imagines that it is the type of bedroom Tony would have wanted 
to have as a child. He would have stayed up late into the night, watching the model train chug 
along the track that runs the length of the room, thinking of ways to expand the train — or perhaps 
the track — instead of sleeping. 


“Is Daddy here yet?” Peter asks her sleepily as she reaches up above his head, her fingers wrapping 
around the engine compartment of the model train, pressing the power button firmly. Peter doesn’t 
complain with his battalion of Disney stuffed animals surrounding him, and closes his eyes as 
Pepper’s lips brush gently against the tip of his nose. When she kisses over his eyelids, he starts to 
giggle and squirm on the bed, his hands pressing against Pepper’s shoulders to playfully push her 
away. She starts to lean back from him and Peter wraps his arms around her instead, pulling her 
down for a hug. 


Pepper presses her face against Peter’s hair, soft strands tickling against her eyelids, and begins to 
bite the inside of her cheek when she feels tears start to prick in her eyes. 


“Not yet, sweetheart,” Pepper whispers. “He might not be in tonight, okay? It might not be —’ Can 
she say tomorrow? Can she lie to her son for the sake of his happiness? “It might not be for a few 
days.” 


“Aw, really?” Peter sounds more alert, and disappointed, sitting halfway up and wanting an 
explanation. 


“Yeah,” Pepper sits down on the edge of his bed, running her fingers through his hair, biting harder 
at her cheek until the pain distracts her from the strange, thick sensation in her sinuses — she needs 
to cry. If it has to be in Tony’s house, so be it, but not in front of Peter. “You know, this trip was 
really important. He’ ll be home as soon as he can be. He misses you.” 


“Did you tell him I went on Haunted Mansion?” 


“T sent him pictures,” Pepper says with a tight smile, her hand stilling against the top of Peter’s 
head. “It’s time for bed, honey.” 


“But he could still come,” Peter says wistfully, lying back down, his pile of stuffed animals 
threatening to transform into an avalanche. “Couldn’t he?” 


“T hope so, Peter,” she murmurs, kissing his forehead. “Good night.” 


“Night, Mommy,” Peter sighs, sweeping an armful of stuffed animals against his chest, poor Rufus 
suffocating against his neck. “Love you,” Peter says when Pepper turns off the light. 


“T love you too,” Pepper replies, standing in the doorway for a moment, watching her son as he 
shifts on his bed and then stills. 


“Pepper?” Happy’s voice rumbles down the hallway. “Hey, the house is locked up. J.A.R.V.LS. is 
keeping an eye on things. Do you want me to stay?” 


Pepper turns to face him in the hallway, pulling Peter’s door almost-closed so that a thin sliver of 
light from the hallway can shine into Peter’s bedroom. 


“No, Happy, it’s fine,” Pepper shakes her head. “You must be exhausted.” 


“T can stay,” Happy says stubbornly. “There are a billion rooms in this house. Some I haven’t even 
seen before.” 


“T’ll be fine,” Pepper says, walking towards him. When Happy lifts his arms, Pepper willingly falls 
against his chest, closing her eyes as he holds her tightly. 


“Tt’s going to be okay,” Happy mumbles, patting her on the back gingerly. 


Pepper breathes in, smelling cigarette smoke and vanilla — Happy’s unique, endearing scent 
— and lifts her head away from his chest. 


“IT know,” she quickly wipes a few tears from her cheeks. “Today was horrible. Obadiah made it — 
well —” 


“If I had known he would be here, I would have taken you guys somewhere else.” Happy clears his 
throat, uncomfortable at the thought of saying something bad about Obadiah — the man is his 
employer now, after all. “I know that you don’t — uh...” 


“We’re going to have to get along,” Pepper replies dryly, wiping at her eyes now, which seem to be 
pulsing in her skull. A crack had appeared in her impenetrable barricade, the tears that had leaked 
out had widened it, soon she will be drowning in a tidal wave of grief and fear. “Since Tony is...” 


“Missing,” Happy says firmly. “Missing, Pepper, that’s all. He’s gone missing before. Granted, 
that was in clubs, and one time in the Louvre — but he always turns up. And Rhodey will be able 
to track him down. Rhodey won’t rest until he finds him. I promise, Pepper, he’!l turn up.” 


Pepper nods, pulling away from Happy. “Go home, Harold. Sleep in. Smoke a cigarette.” 


“T’m going to take that and run with it,” Happy says with a weak grin. “Are you sure you’re okay 
here?” 


“Yes.” Tony is here, no matter where she goes in this house. 


Happy takes his time leaving, checking over the security system once again, fleeting glances cast 
back towards Pepper, giving her several opportunities to change her mind. But she doesn’t, and she 
can smell cigarette smoke in the foyer after it had drifted in from the front step where Happy had 
immediately lit a cigarette, the door thumping closed behind him. 


Standing in the center of the living room, Pepper looks out the expansive windows running the 
length of the room, her vision becoming unfocused as she stares at the furious waves below. 


“Miss Potts,” J.A.R.V.LS. says, as softly as possible, but she still jumps. “I apologize for the 
intrusion. I’m aware that you are unfamiliar with the operation of Mr. Stark’s home and thought it 
prudent to remind you that I am available at any time. Is there anything that I can do for you 
currently?” 


“No thank you, J.A.R.V.LS.” Pepper says, glancing up at the ceiling with a grateful expression. 


“T will update you should there be any developments regarding Mr. Stark’s disappearance over 
night. If you prefer, I shall otherwise remain silent unless you require something.” 


“Thank you, J.A.R.V.LS.,” Pepper says quietly. 


“Of course, Miss Potts.” The AI pauses and then speaks, softly once again. “I do hope that he is 
alright. I don’t believe I will be able to function without him.” 


“Do you....”” What would she be able to do to comfort an artificial intelligence? “Can I do anything 
for you?” 


“No, Miss Potts. I am operating at my usual standard. I am merely encountering a new emotion. I 
have never been worried before.” 


“If you need to talk, I’m here.” 
“Thank you.” 


Pepper turns away from the window, quickly drawing up a mental list of tasks to prolong the 
inevitable. The moment she lies down and attempts to sleep, she will cry. She circles the living 
room, searching for any stray dish she may have missed earlier, and finds nothing — not even a 
crumpled napkin which Obadiah had used to wipe beads of grease from his beard. She returns to 
the piano, dragging her fingers over the water ring, the wood slightly raised. Hanging on the wall 
behind the piano are half a dozen guitars, and Pepper exhales softly when she notices the guitar 
hung in pride of place at the center of Tony’s collection. It is the ebony Les Paul that Pepper had 
given him for Christmas this past year. She had agonized for weeks over what to get him, certain 
that she would purchase something that he already had. Tony wanted for nothing, and even though 
he had told her that he didn’t want a single thing for Christmas, Pepper wanted to get him 
something. She knew that watching him open a gift on Christmas morning would make her happy, 
his joy would be a better gift than anything that she received — and that was saying something, as 
Tony was skilled in picking presents for people he cared about. 


“Do you already have that one?” Pepper had asked fretfully, trying to judge Tony’s expression as 
he brushed the wrapping paper aside and allowed his fingertips to run along the shining mahogany 
body of the guitar. She had never spent so much on a present for a significant other in her life 

— three thousand dollars — in fact, she had never spent so much on a gift for herself in her life. “I 
think I can return it. I’m sorry, it was a stupid idea, of course you have that one already — it’s just 
that I know you love to play, and I couldn’t really wrap a piano... And how would you get a piano 
home, anyways?” 


Tony had held the guitar in his hands, cradling the body gently, and when he had lifted his gaze to 
look at her, all of Pepper’s doubts had disappeared. Without warning, Tony had thrust the guitar 
aside, leaned across the couch, and kissed her with reckless abandon. His arms had wrapped tightly 
around her waist, Pepper had left out a soft noise of surprise when she found herself on his lap, and 
then his tongue was brushing hungrily against hers and Pepper was willing to go along with Tony’s 
plan for their Christmas morning. Until Bill Potts had re-entered the living room with a fresh cup 
of coffee and had cleared his throat very loudly. After that, Pepper had scrabbled off of Tony’s lap, 


her cheeks flushing, and Tony had kept his eyes pointed either at the floor or at the guitar for the 
rest of the morning. 


After Christmas dinner, when her parents had taken a taxi to Central Park for a romantic evening 
walk in temperatures Pepper found far too cold to enjoy, she had instructed Tony to prepare the 
pull out couch for her parents to sleep on while she got Peter bathed and ready for bed. Peter had 
enjoyed his bath, surrounded by an army of new rubber duckies, but when the first amplified chord 
from Tony’s guitar had torn through the apartment, any hope of getting Peter into bed on time had 
disappeared. Following after her sopping wet son, mopping his small footprints away with the 
towel that he had abandoned, Pepper’s ears had started to ring as sound boomed out of the 
amplifier that had appeared on her living room floor. 


“Where did you get that?!” She had bellowed over the sound of Tony playing the guitar, mindless 
strumming at first as he found his rhythm, his eyebrows furrowed as his fingers plucked at the 
strings. 


“What?” He had bellowed back with a grin, starting to laugh when he saw Peter standing stark 
naked by the doorway. “Where are your clothes?” 


“It’s so loud!” Peter had replied, his hands raised to his ears, but a smile on his face. 


“How about a concert?” Tony asked, his fingers stilling against the strings, and as Pepper had 
started to shake her head to impart a firm no, Tony shrugged and began to play. 


Tony was no Lenny Kravitz, but it had been a delight to learn that he wasn’t tone deaf. Pepper had 
tucked away the image of him playing the guitar into the back of her mind for further evaluation, 
wanting to examine details like the blur of his fingers against the frets, or the way the cords of his 
neck tensed as he sang, no doubt straining his voice to be heard over the amplifier. 


“American woman, stay away from me,” Tony had darted in front of the amplifier as Pepper 
advanced towards it, he had stumbled through the familiar riff and had shot her a wounded 
expression. “American woman, mama let me be.” Tony had crooned, tipping his head back as he 
sang — and Pepper had started to laugh, which was likely not the reaction Tony was hoping for. 


Her ears had been buzzing by the time Tony finally finished his rendition of American Woman, 
which had featured an improvised guitar solo that wasn’t half bad — and he had not resisted when 
she had reached out and flicked the amplifier’s power off. When he had read Peter a bedtime story 
that night, his voice had been hoarse from singing. 


“Mr. Tony,” Peter had mumbled sleepily, his fingers tapping a gentle beat against Tony’s forearm. 
“Can you play some more songs tomorrow?” 


“Sure I can, sweetheart,” Tony had replied, looking over the top of Peter’s head at Pepper where 
she lay on the boy’s other side. 


“Maybe some more traditional Christmas songs,” Pepper had suggested dryly. “You were lucky to 
have a forgiving audience.” 


“Come on, Potts, you know it turned you — uh...” Tony had the occasional stumble when it came 
to appropriate topics of conversation around their son, but he at least had managed to reduce his 
swearing. 


Pepper had huffed playfully, kissing Peter goodnight, but she had proved Tony’s point with how 
quickly she had followed him to her bedroom. Perhaps his performance had inspired her, but she 


wanted to be Joud that night. Instead they had engaged in a furiously silent bout of lovemaking, all 
too aware of her parents’ presence steps away in the living room. Afterwards, Pepper had wrapped 
herself around Tony, nuzzling in close to him and enjoying the heat that always radiated from his 
body, grinning at his muffled squeal when her cold feet dragged against the backs of his calves. 


“You're like a space heater,” she had murmured against his neck, tasting the salt of his sweat when 
she kissed his skin softly. 


“That guitar was the most thoughtful present someone has given me since my parents died,” Tony 
said quietly. “Thank you.” 


“You really do like it?” Pepper had whispered, lifting her head to look into his eyes. 
“T love it,” he had said simply. “Dll keep it with me ‘til the day I die. Honest.” 


What if he is dead now? What is Pepper supposed to do with this guitar that he had cherished so 
much? What good had it done, anyways? What good had she done? She can’t do anything about 
his belongings, his estate, not really — Tony might have left her possessions, but she’s certain that 
he had left the execution of his will to someone more competent, more versed in such proceedings. 
She wouldn’t know where to start with managing Tony’s estate, and she’s not sure if her grief 
would allow her to think rationally about it. She’s standing here in Tony’s living room, with tears 
coursing down her cheeks, leaving fingerprints on the waxed body of the guitar, searching for the 
warmth of Tony in the wood. 


Sniffling and rubbing roughly at her eyes, Pepper flees the living room. Instead of taking her 
somewhere devoid of Tony, like a linen closet, her feet carry her to his bedroom. It is just as he had 
left it on the morning they had departed for the airfield, with Pepper and Peter accompanying him 
to wave goodbye from the tarmac before driving down to Disneyland as they waited for his return. 
Tony’s briefs from the day before are still dangling from the rim of the hamper. She walks into his 
bathroom and sees the dried circle of toothpaste foam on the outer rim of the sink bowl, where 
Tony must have spat with enormous force to have missed the drain so completely. She wets a 
square of toilet paper and moves it over the foam, her hand trembling, and starts to cry harder when 
she’s unable to wipe away the foam. Crumpling the toilet paper in her fist, droplets of water 
running down her forearm, Pepper covers her face with her free hand and starts to sob. Her cheeks 
burn against her palm, her breathing is labored and shallow as she struggles to draw in air against 
the hand she’s pressing hard against her face, and she just wants Tony here. Even if he teased her, 
he would at least hold her while she cried. 


Falling to pieces over little old me, Potts? God, anyone would say that you’ve gone soft. Here, he 
would perhaps pat her ass with a thoughtful hum. Not soft everywhere, though. She hiccups against 
her palm, a strangled laugh breaking through her sobs, and on her next breath she can breathe a 
little deeper. She drops her hand away from her face and rests against the sink, her head lowered, 
her tears dripping off the tip of her nose into the sink. Pepper doesn’t look at herself when the tears 
finally stop. She undresses with chilling efficiency, leaving her clothes in a pile on the bathroom 
floor, and only pauses to wipe at the dark tracks of mascara on her cheeks with the back of her 
hand. 


Padding naked into Tony’s bedroom, she walks to his dresser and pulls open the top drawer. Here, 
Tony keeps his socks, briefs, and a few select t-shirts far too ratty to be worn outside of the 
bedroom. Pepper reaches for the t-shirt on top, the black fabric so faded that it is practically grey, 
and the New York Yankees logo that had once been ironed over the breast of the shirt is cracked 
and warped. The shirt is barely recognizable, and there’s a massive tear that reveals the entirety of 
Tony’s abdomen when he wears it (which is the main reason why Pepper never complains when he 


wears it, the tear is perfectly sized for her to slip her hands inside and rest them against his 
stomach). Pepper breathes in, her nose burning, her sinuses thick with congestion, and pulls the 
shirt over her head. The hem comes to rest against the tops of her thighs, and even despite her 
stuffed nose, she can smell Tony on the fabric. 


She crawls into bed, crossing over to Tony’s side of the mattress, pressing her face against his 
pillows. Her swollen eyes ache and her stomach is twisted into knots, but the longer she lies here in 
Tony’s clothes surrounded by the scent of him on his sheets, the sleepier she becomes. Pepper pulls 
one of his pillows into her arms and closes her eyes, but instead of falling asleep, she starts to think 
of Tony’s text. Not Attack, but the text he had sent before that. Now, Pepper can’t help but think of 
it as a goodbye — J love the damn things. And I love you. 


“Pe — god—mn— can you — fucking re—tion,” Rhodey’s voice fades in and out, as it has since 
he had placed the call two minutes ago. Pepper presses harder against her forehead, but it does 
nothing to staunch the sharp headache she has experienced ever since Tony went missing two 
weeks ago. 


“Jesus!” Rhodey snarls, perfectly clear in Pepper’s ear. 


“Jim, don’t move,” Pepper says quickly, keeping her voice low in case Peter is nearby. Whenever 
Pepper is on the phone, Peter usually shuffles into the room, hoping that she will bring him news 
about Tony’s return. After a week, she had told him that Tony was going to remain a while longer 
in Afghanistan — not out of any extreme danger, but because he had been assisting in a search 
party for some soldiers that had gone missing. It was as close to the truth as Pepper could get to, 
and she hated herself for it, because Peter had believed her. To him, it made perfect sense — he 
saw Tony as a hero, and Tony was doing something heroic. Peter had one stipulation, and that was 
that Tony’s now very stale churro from Disneyland remain in the fridge until he came home. While 
Peter might believe that Tony is currently involved in a recovery mission, that doesn’t stop him 
from asking Pepper when he will be home every night before falling asleep, or attempting to 
eavesdrop on her conversations. 


“Can you hear me?” Rhodey asks, relieved. “Thank God, I didn’t want — well...” Rhodey’s relief 
disappears, his tone grim. “Pepper, it’s not good news. God, I’m sorry. They’re calling off the 
search.” 


“What?” Pepper rises quickly from the couch, her vision swimming. “But that’s — Obadiah said 
that they’ve got more than enough money to — Rhodey, he told me yesterday that there were... 
clues!” 


“He lied to you,” Rhodey replies quietly. “I don’t even think I can blame him, he was trying to save 
you from pain, but... You'll see it on the news tomorrow. They’re going to declare Tony legally 
dead.” 


“Jesus,” Pepper whispers, her lips pressing tightly together as Peter appears in the living room, 
looking at her searchingly. 


“T’m not going to stop looking,” Rhodey promises her. “He has to be out here somewhere, Pepper, 
even if he is...” Rhodey’s voice cracks. “Even if he is dead. I have to find him. I’ ve been looking 
out for him since he was 16, I can’t just stop now because everyone else is. I won’t give up on 


him.” 

“Ts that Uncle Rhodey?” Peter asks curiously, walking up to her so that he can tug on her hand, 
wanting the phone. “Can I say hi? Is he with Daddy?” Peter smiles brightly. “Can I talk to 
Daddy?” 


“Christ, is that Peter?” Rhodey asks frantically. “Pepper — I can’t — oh, God, he wants to talk to 
me, doesn’t he?” 


“Can you, Jim?” Pepper asks him cheerfully, smiling down at Peter, her Blackberry slipping in her 
sweaty hand. 


“Hi, Uncle Rhodey!” Peter exclaims when Pepper hands him the phone, fumbling with it before 
pressing it against his ear. “Is Daddy there? Can I —” Peter exhales quietly, his eyebrows knitting 
together as he listens to Rhodey. “Oh. Well... could you tell him that I miss him a lot? And that I 
still have his churro? And that Mr. Obie let me drive his car? Just on the driveway, though. Okay 
— yeah, okay.” Peter’s smile returns, tentative and faint. “Thanks, Uncle Rhodey.” With that, Peter 
thrusts the phone up towards Pepper. “He wants to talk to you again.” 


“You have to tell him,” Rhodey says lowly. “Pepper, you have to tell him. There’s going to be a 
funeral.” 


“But there’s nothing to bury,” Pepper whispers, even though Peter has returned to his bedroom, 
currently a bomb site of Erector Set pieces and half-finished builds. She doesn’t have it in her to 
chastise him to keep his room clean. 


“IT know,” Rhodey says heavily. “I know. But Obadiah is going to want everything done the proper 
way, so that there’s no pushback from the Board.” 


“He’s still out there,” Pepper says fiercely. “I know he’s still out there, because I’m still so 
— scared.” 


“Tl find him,” Rhodey repeats. “I promise I will. Look, I’ve gotta go. Pll call when I can, okay? 
Are you heading back to New York soon?” 


“In the next few days.” Peter is due to start school in a few months, and as much as Pepper doesn’t 
want to leave Tony’s house, in a way Peter’s first day of school will be the beginning of her moving 
on. The thought makes her feel sick. “But you can call me at any time.” 


“Take care of yourself, Pepper,” Rhodey says sincerely, the connection dropping before Pepper can 
reply. 


From the kitchen comes the sound of the garbage can lid closing heavily, as though someone has 
just slammed it down. Frowning, Pepper walks to the kitchen, ignoring the soft, hopeful voice at 
the back of her mind that suggests that Tony has returned home and has appeared in the kitchen out 
of thin air. The rational side of her, which has always been predominant, informs her that Peter is in 
the kitchen, and that her son had heard and understood her side of the conversation. 


“Peter,” Pepper says softly, but Peter does not turn to face her. 


Peter stands in front of the garbage can, his hands balled into fists at his sides, and they’ re 
trembling — just slightly, but Pepper’s eyes are drawn to them, to this unnatural posture he’s 
adopted. She’s never seen him so tense, the ridges of his shoulder blades visible underneath the 
cheerful yellow fabric of his Lakers jersey. 


“You lied to me,” Peter’s voice trembles. “Why did you —” 


“Peter, honey, what are you doing?” Pepper keeps her voice low and soothing, but her hold on her 
composure is slipping. She will have to tell Peter that his father is dead, here in his father’s kitchen, 
while the boy wears a jersey that his father had purchased for him. 


“Throwing away the stupid churro!” Peter shouts, turning quickly to look at her, his brown eyes 
dark with anger, his face reddening. “He’s not coming home!” Peter’s voice cracks, and when he 
speaks again, he’s choked by barely suppressed sobs. “I know Daddy’s not coming home, I know 
that. Because he doesn’t want me. I wasn’t — he didn’t — like me, and now —” Peter’s face 
contorts, tears streaming down his cheeks, but he doesn’t resist when Pepper falls to her knees in 
front of him pulls him into a tight hug. Peter gasps for air between sobs, pressing his face hard 
against her neck, his fingers grasping tightly at her back, holding on to her as his body shudders 
violently. 


“Don’t you think that,” Pepper says fiercely, stroking one hand down the length of Peter’s spine, 
his tears soaking into her blouse. “Don’t you ever think that, Peter. Daddy loves you so much. So, 
so much. You’re the best thing about his life, he’s told me that every single time we see him. He 
couldn’t be prouder of you, he loves you. He loves you.” 


“Then why —” Peter’s voice is hoarse and muffled against her neck, his hands fisting against her 
back. ““—isn’t he here?” 


“Oh, Peter,” Pepper murmurs against the top of his head. “He wants to be here more than anything 
in the entire world. When we were at Disneyland, I was sending him pictures, and each time he 
would respond and tell me how much he missed you, how he wished he could have gone on the 
trip with us, how proud of you he was for being so brave.” Gently, she cards her fingers through 
Peter’s hair, guiding his head away from her neck so that she can look into his eyes, which are 
brimming with tears. “Breathe, baby,” she wipes his tears away as carefully as she can, his skin 
burning against her fingertips. 


Peter inhales deeply and closes his eyes, the tears clinging to his eyelashes falling and gliding 
down his tearstained cheeks. 


“Daddy isn’t going to come home,” Pepper says as calmly as possible. “You were right, I wasn’t 
telling you the truth. Daddy went missing on our last day at Disneyland. There was an — accident, 
and he got hurt, but no one could find him. Uncle Rhodey and the Army have been looking for 
him, but —” Pepper inhales sharply, her hands cradling Peter’s cheeks. She doesn’t flinch when he 
opens his eyes and looks at her, confusion replacing the helpless rage that had been in his gaze 
moments before. “Do you remember the conversation we had when you were at St. Jude’s for the 
first round of chemo? About Abigail?” 


On days when he was feeling up to it, Peter would venture to the playroom on his floor at St. 
Jude’s, in search of friends. He had met a girl his age, Abigail, and together they had gone through 
dozens of coloring books, created several intricate games that only they knew the rules to, and 
become best friends. Peter could always make Abigail laugh, she would bring a hand up to her 
mouth to muffle the sound, her bright blue eyes surrounded by dark bruises. But Abigail tired 
easily and returned to her room often, with Peter occasionally frustrated by her inability to play for 
longer periods of time. Pepper had sat with him and had done her best to explain that the cancer 
Abigail had, neuroblastoma, made her very tired. As Abigail began to spend less and less time in 
the playroom, her condition worsening, Pepper had spent hours researching how to explain the 
concept of death to a child. On the day that Abigail died, Peter hadn’t understood what Pepper was 
trying to tell him, demanding that they go to the playroom to see her. The playroom had been 


empty and Peter had stood in the center of it for several moments, looking around expectantly for 
his friend. When she hadn’t arrived, Peter’s bottom lip had trembled, and then he had started to cry. 
It had been the most heart wrenching sound Pepper had heard from her son, worse than his sobs 
when he would wake in the night after a dose of his chemotherapy and writhe on his bed, 
screaming that his bones were burning. 


“Abigail died,” Peter says bluntly, expecting further explanation. “Abigail died,” he repeats, his 
inflection raising at the end to make his statement more of a question. 


“Yes,” Pepper replies quietly. “Abigail died. And Daddy —” 


“No,” Peter cuts her off sharply. “No he didn’t. He was supposed to — “ He pulls himself out of 
Pepper’s embrace, tearing himself free forcefully and scrambling to the garbage can. He slams his 
foot on the pedal, the lid striking the wall, and pulls the Disneyland churro from the garbage. “I 
— we got him this!” 


“T know, sweetheart.” There’s a dim sense of surprise when Pepper feels tears trickle down her 
cheeks — she thought she had cried herself out, every night curled up in Tony’s bed, wearing his 
shirt and holding his pillow. “And I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 


Peter looks down at the wrapper in his hands, his fingers tightening around the stale pastry inside 
until his knuckles whiten. Pepper inches closer to him, preparing herself for those terrible cries, 
praying that this is the last time she hears Peter cry like that. 


Peter doesn’t cry. He thrusts the churro back into the garbage can and wipes his hands on the front 
of his jersey, his lips curled into a grimace. 


“T want to go home,” he tells her. “I want to go home right now.” 
“Okay,” Pepper says dazedly, slowly rising to her feet. 


“T don’t want to be here,” Peter says lowly, speaking to himself more than he is to her. “If Daddy’s 
not coming back, then I don’t want to be here anymore.” 


“We'll go tonight,” Pepper promises, stroking the top of his head gently. 


Peter tips his head back and looks up into her eyes, his teeth sinking into his bottom lip, his 
inhalations becoming quick and panicky. 


“T miss him so much.” 


“T miss him too,” Pepper whispers. 


Chapter 3 


“Ms. Potts,” Obadiah Stane smiles wolfishly at her, his voice low and sultry, his stride confident as 
he crosses Pepper’s office with one hand extended for her to shake. “Thanks for, ah, fitting me in.” 


Pepper looks up from her computer, noticing Norman Osborn lingering by the door to her office. 
He tilts his head, raising one eyebrow, a silent are you sure you’re okay with this? Pepper gives a 
brief nod of assent and Norman grimaces, brushing a hand through his neatly combed russet hair 
before tugging her door closed. She’s not okay, really, but Oscorp had felt like neutral territory. She 
didn’t want Obadiah Stane to enter her apartment and she was unable to return to California — 
even if she didn’t go to Tony’s house, she would think of him. One glimpse of the ocean and she 
would recall the salt that had crusted in his hair after a long day spent surfing with Peter, his cheeks 
ruddy from the cold water, exhausted but happy. No, she would rather meet with Obadiah Stane 
here, in her office, where she is in control. Pepper is not naive, she knows that Obadiah has come 
here with a business proposition in mind. At least he has waited until now to have the discussion, 
almost a month since Tony’s funeral. 


Pepper and Peter had not attended Tony’s funeral mass — Pepper knew the last thing Tony would 
have wanted making headlines, aside from his untimely death, was the discovery of his family. He 
wanted to keep them private, not out of shame (he had been very earnest when explaining his 
reasoning to Pepper, worried that he would upset or offend her) but out of protection. The press had 
been involved in Tony’s life from the day he had been born, a camera had been flashing in the 
background of every major event of his life. He did not want that to be Peter’s experience, and 
Pepper didn’t, either. They had attended Tony’s internment, which had been surreal. An empty 
casket had been placed in an empty tomb in the Stark family mausoleum in Pinelawn Cemetery. 
Peter had fiddled with his tie throughout the proceedings, loosening the knot and rubbing at his 
throat with a scowl. Once the internment had concluded, a hand had brushed against the small of 
Pepper’s back and she had jumped, squeezing Peter’s hand in hers so hard that the boy had 
whispered ouch. 


“T’m going to head out,” Obadiah had said, his voice loud, crassly disturbing the hushed silence of 
the granite mausoleum. Pepper had heard enough stories from Tony about Maria Stark that she 
could envision the woman shaking her head censoriously in her crypt, and then had shuddered at 
the thought. “We’ll catch up soon.” 


Obadiah had lifted Peter’s tie under his index finger, bumping Peter on the chin with the loosened 
knot. 


“See you around, kiddo,” Obadiah had grinned, unphased by Peter’s stony expression, and had lit a 
cigar before he had even stepped outside. 


As the weeks went by without a word from Obadiah, Pepper had begun to hope that she wouldn’t 
hear from him again, that they would instead speak through intermediaries as Tony’s will was 
examined with extreme scrutiny by Stark Industries’ legal team. Her hopes had been dashed two 
days ago, when Obadiah had emailed her Oscorp account to request a meeting while he was in 
town on business — Pepper had a feeling that business was skulking through Stark Manor for any 
valuables that he could sell off before the house passed on to Peter. It wasn’t the valuables that 
Pepper cared about, she would give up anything to have Tony back, but the thought of Maria 
Stark’s heirlooms being sold off to the highest bidder set her teeth on edge. 


“How have you been?” Obadiah asks her with a small, understanding frown. “I can’t imagine what 
you’re going through.” He has been saying some variation of this line ever since Tony’s death was 


announced to the press, and Pepper wants to be honest with him. She wants to open her mouth and 
say no, Obadiah, you have no idea what I’m going through. 


Instead, she says, “Oh, it’s been very hard. But how are you? You say that you can’t imagine, but 
I...” And in a way, she can’t. Obadiah had known Tony for his entire life, all thirty five years of it 
(almost thirty six, she thinks, he died before his birthday). 


Obadiah hunches forward with a sigh, bowing his head, hiding his expression from her. 


“The boy was like my son,” Obadiah says quietly. “I was the one to cut his umbilical cord, for 
God’s sake.” 


Pepper startles in her chair and Obadiah glances at her, a small, nostalgic smile forming. Pepper 
believes it to be the first genuine smile she’s ever seen on Obadiah’s face — and perhaps she had 
been wrong about him. She had been distrustful of Obadiah since the start, she had prickled at his 
unspoken accusations, that Pepper had manipulated Tony into becoming a part of her and Peter’s 
lives, as though she had been the one to stipulate in Tony’s donation paperwork that he be 
contacted in case of any prospective child’s medical emergency. But Obadiah is wistful now, his 
hands clasped tightly together between his thighs, his smile growing wider as he reminisces to an 
early morning thirty six years ago. 


“That surprises you, huh? You would expect it to be Howard.” Obadiah barks out a laugh, brash 
and booming. “Hell, I expected it to be Howard, too. But he was,” Obadiah clears his throat, 
shrugging his shoulders. “Busy. He said that he didn’t do it intentionally — plan a business trip 
during the week of the due date, but he went even after that blow out fight with Maria. It happened 
when I was out for dinner, it was terrible. Great food, though. I digress. Back then, Stark Industries 
was headquartered in Manhattan, so when I got the call from Jarvis — Edwin Jarvis, the butler — I 
was the closest thing to family Maria had. Her parents were two hours’ drive away, Howard was a 
ten-hour flight away, I was a thirty minute, white-knuckle drive away. God, I was terrified. Maria 
and I always got along, I think she appreciated having a friend who was also close friends with 
Howard, but suddenly, I was responsible for her wellbeing, and for the baby’s. The whole drive 
there, I imagined horrible things happening, her dying, the baby dying, the both of them dying. I 
was drenched in sweat by the time I got to the hospital, the staff in the emergency room thought 
that J was having an emergency. When I finally stammered out why I was there, they hurried me to 
Maria’s room, where she was just starting to push. The relief on her face when she saw me, there 
were tears in her eyes. Edwin Jarvis looked quite relieved, too, but that’s because I let Maria hold 
my hand instead of his. That woman had an iron grip.” Obadiah laughs, softer now. “So, I held her 
hand, and she pushed, and she screamed, and — well, you’ ve experienced it yourself, you know 
how it is. And then suddenly, Tony was there. This pink, screaming, wild thing writhing against 
the sheets that were swaddled around him. He had some lungs, Tony. The doctor handed me the 
shears, I cut the cord,” Obadiah lifts his hand, his index and middle fingers miming a pair of 
scissors with a quiet snip! “I was the first person to hold him after Maria. So, yes. It’s been hard. 
He was like — hell, he was my son. I took care of him for as long as he let me. But now he’s gone, 
and I feel a responsibility to look after his son, just as I did for him.” 


Pepper’s hands tense against her thighs under the desk, the pressure and brief ache of her 
fingernails digging through her skirt against her skin reminds her that Obadiah had not come here 
to tell her that story. He had used that story to get his point across, to the lay the foundation for the 
black leather portfolio he now spreads across the gleaming mahogany surface of her desk. 


“Tony never wanted to be involved in Stark Industries,” Obadiah says briskly, pulling a pen free 
from an inner pocket of his suit jacket. “Howard never wanted children. They were both forced to 
do things that they didn’t want to do. Howard was forced to tolerate Tony for the sake of the 


company’s legacy, Tony was forced to become a part of the company in an attempt to make 
Howard love him. He also didn’t have much of a choice in that, either, he would have been 
disowned had he tried to walk away. After Howard and Maria died, I don’t know why he stuck 
with Stark Industries. A sense of obligation, maybe, and maybe eventually he started to like what 
he did.” Obadiah’s voice lowers, as though they are standing in the Stark family mausoleum. “I 
guess we’ll never know, but there’s one thing I do know. And that’s that Tony would never want 
Peter to be in the same position he was. He would never want Peter to become CEO of Stark 
Industries out of an obligation to his father. And I don’t think you want that, either.” 


Pepper has not considered what will happen to Stark Industries — not in depth. Her day-to-day is 
getting Peter out of bed, making sure he eats, dropping him off safely at Oscorp’s daycare, getting 
through her workday, and hugging Peter tightly when she picks him up at 5 o’clock. If she thought 
of Stark Industries at all, it was only in her dreams, when she envisioned Tony walking out of the 
lobby doors for the last time with a smile on his face, his tie dangling around his throat, finally 
free. Even then, Stark Industries was only a setting, never at the forefront. She knows that the 
company would go to Peter, when he was of age, but thinking so far in the future — a future still 
without Tony — is not something Pepper can do. 


“T’ve got a couple of options laid out here,” Obadiah begins to drag the pen down the length of the 
cover page. “They are more than generous. I want you and Peter to be set for life — well, you 
already are, with Tony’s fortune,” he smiles thinly. “But, still, a backup nestegg, if you will. Most 
of them are stock based.” Obadiah taps the last bullet point. “In this one, Peter maintains Tony’s 
shares in the company. He would still have significant power when it comes to major decisions, 
he’d be voting with the Board — I figured that would be about as hands-on as you would like him 
to be with SI.” 


“T don’t know how hands-on Peter will want to be with the company,” Pepper says, carefully 
selecting each word. ““That’s a decision that I think only he can make, and he won’t be able to make 
that when he’s 18. Wouldn’t you act as CEO until then?” 


“Until he’s 21, actually,” Obadiah says, the pen stilling against the page. “A stipulation Howard 
placed, hoping that Tony would mature by then — the wording was vague, unfortunately, any 
Stark male heir will not have an executive role in the company until the age of 21. But...” Obadiah 
tsks, leaning back in his chair with a grunt. “You think Peter will have any interest?” 


“T don’t know if he will,” Pepper concedes. “I don’t want the option to be taken away from him 
before he’s six years old.” 


“Let’s not rush into anything,” Obadiah says placatingly. “I’m not asking you to make a decision 
right away. I just know that it is a lot of pressure to place on a kid. Everyone saw what it did to 
Tony. I know that he wouldn’t want his son to be in the same position.” 


Pepper has a feeling that the real reason behind Tony’s wild youth — the alcohol, the drugs, the 
sex — was more to do with his relationship with his father than it was any pressure from the 
company he mostly neglected until his mid-twenties. She presses her lips together, forces the 
corners up into a tight smile, and pulls the portfolio towards her. 


“T’ll review this,” she promises, closing the portfolio and inwardly wondering if she has an empty 
drawer somewhere in her office to deposit it and never think of it again. “I'll be in touch once I’ve 
made a decision.” 


“Excellent,” Obadiah reaches into his jacket and withdraws a slim cigarillo. “Do you mind?” 


She minds very much. Pepper shakes her head obligingly, watching the flames of Obadiah’s lighter 


flicker, dark smoke streaming from the corner of his mouth. He allows himself to indulge for a few 
moments, his eyes closing, the deep lines bracketing his mouth smoothing. Then, he rises to his 
feet, towering over Pepper, cigar smoke making his face hazy. 


“How is Peter doing, by the way?” 


“He’s okay,” Pepper replies, lowering herself back into her seat when Obadiah gestures for her to 
sit instead of walking him to her door. 


“That’s good,” Obadiah pauses at the door, tilting his head. “That’s the thing about Tony. If he’d 
only been younger when his parents’ died — I think he would have been able to forget. Take care, 
Pepper.” 


Once the door shuts, Pepper wrenches open a desk drawer at random, shoving away file folders and 
post-it-notes until enough space forms for the portfolio. She slams the drawer closed, her hands 
damp with sweat, but Obadiah’s presence in her office will linger for weeks, his cigar smoke 
sinking into the curtains, the carpet, her hair, and her skin. 


“Did Daddy like red velvet?” Peter asks, prodding his slice of birthday cake with his fork. His 
enthusiasm for his sixth birthday has dissipated ever since he blew out the candles on his cake. He 
had closed his eyes tightly as he made his wish, held his breath after the candles had extinguished, 
and had opened his eyes and looked over at the door to Pepper’s apartment with such expectation 
that Pepper had turned away from him, her digital camera dangling from the strap tied around her 
wrist. Peter had wished for Tony to return, for his father to make a grand, surprise entrance during 
the climax of his sixth birthday party, and he hadn’t. Now everyone is slowly eating their cake, 
conversation had lulled into silence, and Peter has broken it by bringing up Tony. 


This happened frequently. They would go days without talking about Tony. Sometimes, Pepper 
wondered if Obadiah had been right, if Peter was young enough to forget about his father, to 
compartmentalize his grief so neatly that it disappeared as the years went by. But then Peter would 
ask a question. During bedtime, as Pepper tucked him in to bed, Peter would gather his stuffed 
animals close and look at each one with a thoughtful expression. Do you think Daddy had stuffed 
animals as a kid? What happened to them? Peter would sit on the floor of his bedroom, surrounded 
by LEGOs, his face dark with indecision. J wish Daddy was here. He’d know what to build. His 
first day of school, his backpack sitting on his lap, his fingers trembling with effort as he reached 
between the driver’s and passenger’s seat to twist the volume knob of the radio. This is Daddy’s 
favorite song. 


“He did,” Happy Hogan announces, clearing his throat, and Pepper is grateful that he’d come. 
Happy knew the answers that Pepper didn’t about Tony — sometimes, like now, she was thankful 
for that, other times, she was filled with such futile rage and envy that she disgusted herself. She 
should cherish the time she had had with Tony, but all she could think of was how little time it had 
been. “Your dad loved every cake he met, though. His absolute favorite was German chocolate 
cake.” 


“We should have that next year,” Peter says, spearing a hunk of cake on his fork, dragging cream 
cheese frosting along his Bionicles themed paper plate. 


“Sure, Pete,” Happy smiles. “We can have whatever you want, it’s your birthday. But let’s enjoy 6 


first, before we get to 7.” 


Peter nods, nibbling at the hunk of cake on his fork, then he pushes himself back from the table 
and abandons his cake. “Mom —” Pepper’s heart sinks, she is Mom instead of Mommy. Did it 
happen that quickly? “Can me, Ned, and Harry go play in my room?” 


“Can Ned, Harry, and I,” Pepper corrects him with a smile, earning her an eye-roll from Peter. 
“Sure thing, honey. Have fun.” 


Peter gathers Harry Osborn and Ned Leeds from the table, both boys eager for a few uninterrupted 
hours with Peter’s toy chest, leaving Pepper to contend with the adults at her dining room table. 


“He cried this morning,” Pepper blurts out, horrified that she had spoken the words aloud 
— horrified that she might start crying right now. “He didn’t want to turn 6, because Tony wasn’t 
here to —.” 


Norman Osborn wipes at his mouth with a napkin, his eyes darting between the Bionicles 
positioned along the length of the table. Happy Hogan pales and starts to crack his knuckles — she 
shouldn’t do this to him, talking about Tony upsets Happy, hurts Happy. The only person who can 
meet Pepper’s gaze is May Parker, sitting on the opposite end of the table, her brown eyes 
attentive. Not pitying, not sympathetic, but there. Pepper owed May more than she could begin to 
describe, May knew how to handle grief, May knew when to console, when to stay silent, and 
when to tell Pepper that she was being too self-pitying. 


“Tony would have been here, if he could,” May says matter-of-factly. “You know that.” 


“IT know.” Pepper says quietly, and then repeats herself, her voice strengthening. “I know that he 
would be. I just — wish that he were... here.” She stands, gathering the plates, brushing Happy’s 
hand away when he tries to help her. “Coffee?” She asks, too bright, too artificial, but it is 
something to do. 


After she makes the coffee, she starts to tidy up the apartment, organizing Peter’s gifts with May at 
her side scribbling down the list for the thank you cards. Happy and Norman head outside to 
admire Norman’s latest sportscar. Pepper’s parents call from Washington D.C. and speak to Peter, 
promising him that they will see him soon. Pepper’s mother apologizes to Pepper for missing the 
party, but Pepper is glad that they aren’t here. She wouldn’t have been able to control herself were 
her parents here, she would have folded herself into her father’s arms and sobbed until she fell into 
an uneasy sleep. She misses a call from Rhodey shortly after 7 pm, frowning down at her cellphone 
when she returns from seeing May Parker off, the last guest to leave. 


Rhodey’s phone goes immediately to voicemail. Pepper tries one more time without success and 
sets her phone down. Rhodey is still in Afghanistan, Rhodey is still searching for Tony — Rhodey 


cannot come home without Tony, whatever is left of Tony, even if that meant missing Peter’s 6th 
birthday. 


“Time to get ready for bed,” Pepper announces as she steps into Peter’s room, quickly stepping 
over a gathering of Bionicles — Obadiah had gone overboard with the Bionicle sets, his way of 
apologizing for missing the party in favor of a conference in Tokyo. 


“Do I have to?” Peter groans, flopping down onto the floor, his arms and legs outstretched. 


“T’m afraid you do,” Pepper replies sympathetically. “You know that they’ Il take birthday pictures 
at school tomorrow.” 


“T don’t care,” Peter grumbles. “I’m not even dirty.” 
“You have frosting in your hair,” Pepper notes. 


Peter pats the top of his head, rubbing strands of hair crusted with frosting between his fingers. 
With a resigned sigh, he pushes himself up onto his hands and knees and crawls to Pepper’s 
bathroom, Pepper following after him with her hand pressed against her mouth to suppress her 
laughter. 


Pepper does not hear the door to her apartment open over the sound of Peter splashing in the bath, 
holding a towel over her to protect her when his splashes become more targeted. She washes 
Peter’s hair, protecting his eyes with her hand even though Peter’s shampoo is tear-free, and wraps 
him tightly in a thick, fluffy towel when he steps out onto the bathmat. 


“You're growing up,” she says quietly, brushing damp curls of brown hair back from his forehead, 
the hairs at his cowlick falling immediately back into place. 


“T guess,” Peter agrees. “I wanna get super tall this year.” 


“You'll have to eat a lot of vegetables,” Pepper advises him, handing him his toothbrush. While he 
brushes his teeth, she unfolds his pajamas and sets them out for him, hanging up Peter’s towel as 
he dresses himself. 


“Are you sure that’ll make me tall?” Peter asks, rubbing tiredly at his eyes with the back of his 
hand. 


“Absolutely,” Pepper nods, opening the door, steam billowing out into her bedroom. “I owe my 

height to all the green beans I ate as a kid.” Peter’s least favorite vegetable. He grimaces and slips 
past her, coming to an abrupt halt just outside of the bathroom. Pepper bumps into him, distracted 
with turning off the bathroom light, and their collision sends Peter forward a few staggering steps. 


There is a man sitting on the edge of Pepper’s bed. His head is held in his hands, curls of thick 
brown hair shifting over his fingers, the strands at the crown of his head lighter — like he had 
spent days in the sun. The backs of his hands are bruised, littered with scabbed over cuts, and the 
skin there is bubbled with severe sunburn. A grey t-shirt with the Air Force logo on the chest hangs 
off his lithe frame, the logo made more obvious by the blue light that is radiating through the 
fabric, spreading out over the floor of Pepper’s bedroom. Tony Stark lifts his head from his hands 
when he hears them enter the bedroom, his lips parting with a silent exhalation, his shoulders 
sinking. 


Tony’s nose is swollen, freshly broken. Pepper can see blood crusted around his nostrils. A deep 
cut slices through his left eyebrow, his left eye is bruised, his eyelid swollen so that she can only 
see a Sliver of the brown of his eye. Sunburned skin peels across his forehead, his bottom lip is 
split, and the cut threatens to open when Tony gives them a wavering smile. 


“Daddy,” Peter whispers, padding slowly over to his father, as though approaching him too quickly 
will make Tony disappear. 


“Peter,” Tony’s voice is gravelly, and Pepper nearly cries out when he slides off the edge of the 
bed, convinced that he has passed out. He falls to his knees in front of Peter, lifting his arms, and 
Peter collapses against his chest. 


“TI knew you’d come,” Peter says insistently. “I knew it.” 


Tony’s face twists, blood starts to bead on his bottom lip as his teeth sink into it, one shaking hand 


pressing between Peter’s shoulder blades. The soft fabric of Peter’s pajama shirt bunches between 
Tony’s ruined fingers. He presses his forehead against Peter’s shoulder and starts to cry. Peter 
stiffens in his father’s arms, tentatively running his hands over Tony’s shuddering shoulders, trying 
to soothe him. 


“Tt’s okay, Daddy,” Peter murmurs, looking over his shoulder at Pepper helplessly, Tony’s sobs 
raw and deep, the force of them sending residual tremors through Peter. “I’m not mad that you 
missed my party.” 


“Tony.” Pepper finds her voice, stepping forward until Tony’s shoulder brushes against her thigh. 
She reaches down and touches him, her fingertips glancing against the base of his neck, his skin 
frigid against hers. The hair at the back of his neck is plastered against his skin with sweat, which 
has started to darken the fabric of his shirt along the length of his spine. He is here, he is alive, but 
he is not whole. “Tony, breathe,” she brushes her fingers through his hair, lifting his head from 
Peter’s shoulder, and Tony whimpers as she brings his head to rest against her abdomen. 


“Oh, Tony,” she whispers, sitting down on the edge of her bed, spreading her legs around Tony, his 
forehead pressing against her abdomen as he blindly turns on his knees to face her. “Tony,” she 
whispers his name, kissing the top of his head, his tears burning through the fabric of her shirt. 


“Pepper,” he rasps. “Oh, God, Pepper.” 


“Daddy’s glowing,” Peter comments, sitting cross-legged beside Tony, grazing a hand over his 
father’s heaving side. 


Yes, Tony is glowing. The light is brighter now that he is so close to her, but when Pepper lowers 
one hand to hover over the blue circle at the center of his chest, Tony rears back. 


“Tt — hurts.” Tony says hoarsely, covering his face with his hands, roughly wiping his tears away. 
Pepper slips off her bed and kneels in front of him, her touch gentle as her fingers wrap around his 
wrists. Tony resists her for a moment, the muscles of his forearms bunching, and then his hands 
move away from his face. 


Oh, Tony, she thinks, his eyelids fluttering shut when her palm cradles his cheek. He inhales 
sharply as she wipes away his tears, the fresh blood that has started to trickle from his lip, the beads 
of sweat that have formed on his forehead. He’s feverish, flakes of his skin come away with each 
pass of her fingertips, and there is something glowing in Tony’s chest. Something that hurts. 


“Rhodey found me yesterday,” Tony tells them, clearing his throat, the grinding sound painful, like 
he is attempting to dislodge shards of glass. “They took me to a hospital in Berlin. I — left.” 


“You left,” Pepper repeats, Tony’s lips parting as her thumb glances along his bottom lip. His 
blood makes her queasy, her stomach twists and her skin prickles, but she kisses him anyways. 
Tony’s hands lift from where they had been bracing the floor and grab at her roughly, pulling her 
closer, but the kiss remains tender. Fresh tears drip from Tony’s jaw at the first tentative brush of 
her tongue against his. When she breaks the kiss, he releases his hold on her shirt, but his hands 
remain pressed against her back. Peter wedges his way between them, fascinated by the light in 
Tony’s chest, his face glowing blue. 


“Rhodey knew where I was going. I told him. He caused a distraction so that I could — uh, leave.” 
Tony smiles weakly, stroking over her back slowly, as if touching her is a reminder that she is real. 
“They’ll be shitting bricks, losing me after they just found me, but I don’t care.” He releases 
Pepper so that he can card his fingers through Peter’s damp hair. “Hey. I’m sorry that I wasn’t here 
for your birthday, kiddo.” 


“Tt’s still my birthday,” Peter reminds him. “And it’s okay. Mommy saved some cake. It’s red 
velvet. Uncle Happy said you like red velvet.” 


“T love red velvet. Did you get any cool gifts?” Tony asks lightly, his gaze lifting from Peter’s hair 
to look into Pepper’s eyes, and she knows she should take him to the hospital. He’s in pain, a 
muscle bunches in his jaw, sweat trickles down his temple, and his brown eyes have a glassy 
quality that makes her anxious — but not as anxious as the thing in Tony’s chest, which he guards 
with one hand against any questioning probes from Peter’s fingers. 


“T gotta show you my Bionicles,” Peter tells him excitedly, springing to his feet. His father has 
come back from the dead, the world has righted itself, and Pepper misses the ease of childhood. 


“ll get you a present tomorrow,” Tony promises, sighing as Pepper carefully clambers onto his 
lap, her face pressing against his neck, feeling the grittiness of sand against her lips and tasting the 
salt of his sweat. 


“Tt’s okay, Daddy,” Peter grins at him from the doorway. “I already got everything that I wanted.” 


“Me too,” Tony whispers, his lips glancing against the top of Pepper’s head, holding her as she 
cries silently. “I’ve got everything that I need, right here. God,” his voice breaks, “I’m so sorry, 
Pepper.” 


“Don’t apologize,” Pepper says, her voice choked with tears. “It wasn’t your fault — and you’re 
here now.” 


“T’m here now,” he confirms, his bruised hands brushing up and down her back soothingly. “And I 
swear, I’m never leaving again.” 


Pepper’s hand hovers over the front of his t-shirt, blocking out the blue light that shines through 
the fabric. She lifts her head away from his chest and looks up at him, her emerald eyes searching 
— Tony wonders if she finds him lacking. He would understand, now that three months have gone 
by. 


“Tt’s okay if you want me to go,” he says quietly, closing his eyes. “I understand that you might 
have — Rhodey said that there was a funeral.” 


“Are you out of your mind?” Pepper’s voice shakes, her fingers pressing hard against his jaw, the 
pressure increasing until he opens his eyes and meets her gaze. Her furious expression brings about 
such relief that Tony almost starts crying again, his teeth grinding together as his jaw clenches, 
swallowing hard despite the way his throat has started to tighten. “I mourned you, Tony,” her 
fingers slacken against his jaw, her fingertips tracing over his lips. “For three months. Every day, I 
thought about you. When I woke up, you were the first thing I thought about. When I went to 
sleep, you were the last thing I thought about. I dreamt about you. Tony, I Jove you. All of you.” 
Her eyes dart down to his chest, her bottom lip trembling, and her eyes are glossy with tears when 
she meets his gaze. “Will you show me?” 


“Alright,” Tony says, glancing at the doorway to her bedroom. “I don’t want Peter to see.” 


Pepper stands, her hands braced against Tony’s shoulders, quickly pulling away when his breath 
hisses out of him. 


“What? What’s wrong?” 


“Nothing,” he reassures her, lifting a hand to his left shoulder. “I just — dislocated my shoulder, 
that’s all. Sling was a pain in the ass, though. Got rid of it.” 


Pepper resolves to go to the pharmacy at the first opportunity and purchase Tony a sling. She 
reaches the door to her bedroom and pokes her head out into the hallway, Peter toddling towards 
her with his arms laden by his Bionicles. 


“Can you wait just one minute, sweetheart? Daddy needed to go to the bathroom.” 
Peter frowns, a Bionicle clunking against the floor. “I guess.” 
“ll be quick, buddy,” Tony’s voice echoes into the hall. “I promise.” 


Peter bends down to pick up his Bionicle, the rest of the action figures tumbling from his grasp, 
and Pepper knows that they have at least a minute before he manages to collect them all. She turns 
back to her bedroom and has to press a hand hard against her mouth to keep herself from 
screaming, the sound dying in her throat. 


Tony’s chest is glowing, the blue light washing him out, his tan skin turned grey and corpselike. 
There is a metal circle set into his chest, over his sternum, and surrounding that circle are healing 
lacerations that spread outward over his chest and abdomen. Bruises darken his ribs, bright purple 
and putrescent greens. Breathing must be agony for him, but he stands and faces her with his 
shoulders squared, his t-shirt dangling from his hand, his brown eyes tired. 


“Oh, Tony,” she whispers, walking to him. “Your heart.” 


“Nah, my heart’s fine,” he says gratingly, flinching when Pepper’s hands frame the circle in his 
chest, the metal cold against her palms, a low vibration rumbling from the piece of machinery. 


“How can it be fine?” His skin is cold and clammy with sweat, his heart pounds frantically. The 
blue light seems to intensify, his breath hitching in his chest, and Tony’s shoulders hunch against a 
fresh wave of pain. 


“Because it was here,” he tells her, his breath stuttering out of him when she embraces him, the 
pain in his chest irrelevant because Pepper is here, holding him, her fingers curling against his 
back, her lips caressing the sensitive, red, raw skin surrounding the reactor. “With you and Peter.” 


Pepper pulls away from him and wipes at her eyes, reaching for his shirt to help him get dressed. 
“You'll tell me what happened?” 


“Yes,” Tony’s teeth grit together, struggling to lift is arms above his head, a breathless moan of 
pain slipping past his lips as Pepper guides his arms into the sleeves. “I will.” 


“T got, like, a million of them,” Peter says cheerfully, entering her bedroom with his latest 
acquisitions before Pepper can pull the shirt down over Tony’s chest. The toys fall from his arms 
once again, but Peter makes no move to pick them up, his brown eyes wide as he stares at the 
glowing blue circle in the center of his father’s ruined chest. 


“Surprise,” Tony says with a weak smile, stretching one hand out to Peter. “I’m a Bionicle.” 


“Do you have powers?” Peter asks wonderingly, taking his father’s hand, laughter bursting out of 
him when Tony hauls him up into the air by his arm. 


Tony ignores Pepper’s murmured warning, fresh beads of sweat dotted on his forehead, his injured 
shoulder straining in its socket as he shifts Peter against his side. 


“Sure do,” Tony says seriously, kissing Peter’s cheek. “Just you wait, kid. I'm gonna change the 
world.” 
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